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OT520 Old Testament Introduction
Asbury Theological Seminary
August 2002
Instructor: Dr. Brian D. Russell
brian_russell@asburyseminary.edu
Office Phone: 407.482.7660 (I check messages daily)
Office Hours: Obviously, I will be available all day during the week of 8/5-8/9. I will be
traveling 8/13-8/27, but I will still be available to you daily via e-mail and voice mail.
"Apply the whole of yourself to the text; apply the whole of the text to yourself." - Bengel
I love teaching this course. It is my prayer that as we enter the world of the Old Testament that we
will emerge better prepared to serve as interpreters of Scripture and become more profound people
in the process.

I.

GENERAL COURSE DESCRIPTION
An introduction to (1) the literature of the Old Testament in its socio-historical, literary, and
canonical contexts; and (2) critical study of the OT.

II.

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
Upon successful completion of this course with a grade of C or better, the student will be able to :
A. Describe the history and geography of the Ancient Near East as it relates to the Old Testament;
B. Narrate the history of the interpretation of the Old Testament;
C. Understand and apply critical methods of Biblical interpretation;
D. Describe and critique the major questions of OT scholarship and study (authorship, historicity,
etc.);
E. Narrate the essential elements of Israelite history and religion;
F. Articulate the on-going authority of the Old Testament as canonical Scripture;
G. Use the Old Testament more effectively in ministry.

III.

TEXTS
William S. Lasor, et al. Old Testament Survey: The Message, Form, and Background of the Old
Testament. 2nd ed. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1996.
Richard E. Friedman. Who Wrote the Bible? 2nd ed. San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1997.
Levenson, Jon D. Sinai & Zion: An Entry into the Jewish Bible. New York: Harper Collins, 1985.
H. Shanks, ed. Ancient Israel: From Abraham to the Roman Destruction of the Temple. Rev. ed.
Biblical Archaeology Society and Prentice Hall, 1999.
James B. Pritchard, ed. The HarperCollins Concise Atlas of the Bible (HarperSanFrancisco, 1997). ATLAS

First Class Account
It is imperative that you open a First Class Account at the Seminary. A folder for this class to
which only you as members of OT520 have access is open for your use. A discussion/message
board will be available for use throughout the term in order to facilitate greater dialogue between
students and between you and me. Questions, comments, and hints are always welcome on this site.
Additionally, all hand-outs, powerpoint slides, etc. will be available here.
III.

EVALUATION
I take grading seriously. It is my responsibility as your instructor to help you hone your skills as
you prepare for ministry in the church of Jesus Christ. My promise to you is that I will as much as
possible grade in the spirit of Ephesians 4:15 "speaking the truth in love" in order that "we will in
all things grow up into him who is the Head, that is Christ."
Grade Scale
A 100-93
A- 92-90
B+ 89-87

B 86-83
B- 82-80
C+ 79-77

C 76-73
C- 72-70
D+ 69-67

D 66-63
D- 62-60
F 59-0

** "A" work at Asbury Theological Seminary is defined as "Exceptional work: outstanding
or surpassing achievement of course objectives" (Catalog, p. 28). To achieve "A" level, students
must demonstrate a critical engagement and synthetic understanding of the course materials.
1) Completion of all reading. This entails following the reading schedule posted below and turning
in a final four page (double-spaced) reflection paper in which you succinctly highlight the key
learnings as well as remaining questions that you have from the reading not included below.
(10%) Due August 30th
****Note it is expected that by Monday August 5th that you will have read all of Friedman's
Who Wrote the Bible?, and pp. 585-631 of Old Testament Survey. A one-page reading (singlespaced) report/reflection is due on this text at the beginning of class. What did you learn?
What questions do you have?
2) Take Home Essay Exam – The final exam for this course will be in the form of a synthetic
exercise that will allow you to bring together your learning around three key themes: 1) the
authority of the Old Testament, 2) the nature of faith and the issue of historicity, and 3) your
appreciation or critique of biblical criticism, specifically as it relates to the Pentateuch. This will be
open-note, open-book, but it will require no extra outside reading. Each essay is to be no more than
4 double-spaced pages using Times New Roman 12" font with 1" margins on all sides. (30%) Due
August 30th
3) Critical Book Review of Levenson's, Sinai and Zion (see required works above) 20% Due
August 16th
4) Research paper 35% Due August 30th
5) Active Class Participation 5%

IV.

Reading Assignments
What follows is merely suggestive. You may write your reading report in a variety of styles.
Below are some pertinent questions and comments that you may find helpful.
As you complete the reading, use the following guides:
Two broad questions: 1) what significant learnings have I acquired through a careful reading
of this book? 2) What questions do I have about the material (these questions may be
confusing points made by the author or issues that you wished the author would have raised)?
In addition to these, reflect upon the following:
A. Old Testament Survey – This is a standard introductory Old Testament textbook written from
an evangelical perspective. The majority of the text focuses on the content and composition of
the Old Testament, but the last part of the book focuses on other important issues germane to
biblical study (e.g., inspiration, archaeology, geography, etc). Keep in mind the following issues
as you read and take notes: What critical issues troubled you most? What critical issues
brought you new insight? What questions do you have about the Old Testament literature and
issues surrounding its study?
B. Ancient Israel – This is an excellent survey of Israelite history from a moderately critical
perspective. As you read each chapter, take note of the author's methodology and sources:
What extra-biblical materials are available to reconstruct each historical period? What tensions
exist between the biblical record and the extra-biblical sources? How does the author resolve
the tension?
As you reflect upon these issues, keep the big question in mind: To what extent does the
trustworthiness and authority of Scripture depend upon its complete accuracy in historical
detail?
What lessons did you learn from the book? Questions?
C. Who Wrote the Bible? – This is an engaging book written for a popular audience from a
moderately critical perspective. It walks its readers through a brief history of scholarly attempts
to understand the composition of the Bible while at the same time arguing for a particular
construal of the origin of the Pentateuch and Joshua-Kings.
How persuasive is Friedman's proposal? In your opinion, does such a theory add to or take
away from the authority of Scripture?
What insights did you glean? Questions?
The above readings will supplement our classroom discussions and lectures. Keep the Atlas
handy as you read and bring it to class for reference. If you don't know the geography of
Israel well, make this a learning objective. It will be an additional means of enhancing
interpretation and understanding of texts.

V.

Attendance
Class attendance is a necessity for successful completion of the course requirements. You may miss
one three hour block without penalty. A loss of one grade level (A to A-) will result from absences
in excess of this for each 3 hours missed.

VI.

SCHEDULE (The following topics are tentative. Depending on time, more or less will be
covered in lecture)
Course Introduction; Why study the Old Testament? The Need for Critical Interpretation?
The Canon of the OT; Textual Criticism; Geography
Creation; Archaeology and the OT
History of Ancient Near East
Israelite History: Abraham to the Settlement
Israelite History: Monarchy to the Maccabees
Critical Introduction to the Pentateuch: Source Criticism
Pentateuch; Covenant
Evangelical Response to Pentateuchal Criticism; The Former Prophets: Jos – Kings
Prophets and Prophecy in Israel: The Eighth Century and beyond
The Poetry of Ancient Israel; Wisdom and the Sages
Women and the Feminine in Ancient Israel; Apocalyptic
Issues in Old Testament Theology

"How to Write a Book Review"
Reading is one of the chief avenues for learning. Thus, achieving competence in the art of
critical reading is a necessity for the educated person. The primary goal of critical evaluation is a
fair and balanced review of a book's worth. It should help a person, who has not read the book, to
gain a basic understanding of the essential content of the text and to recognize its strengths and
weaknesses.
The format for this review is as follows: double-spaced, 1" margins on all sides, 12 font, Times
New Roman. The review should encompass 5-8 pages.
A critical book review should encompass the following elements:
1) Full bibliographic citation. E.g., Frank Moore Cross. Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic:
Essays in the History of Israelite Religion. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973.
2) Biographical information about the author. Who is the author? What are her or his
qualifications to write such a book? At minimum, glean information from the book jacket.
3) Summarize the content of the book. Do more than give chapter titles, sub-heading, etc.
Succinctly state the thesis/purpose of the book and describe the development of the argument.
This section will tend to be the longest in the review, but should comprise no more than 50% of
the paper.
4) Analysis. This is the "meat" of your paper. How did the author do? Did she support her thesis?
What are the strengths of the argument presented in the book? What are the weaknesses? Give
evidence to support your assessment. You may find it helpful to read other reviews of the book
in scholarly journals. If you use such resources, list them on a bibliography page at the end of
the review.
5) Conclusion. Do you recommend this book? Why or why not. This should be more than "This
is a good book; I recommend it." Present your final assessment for or against the book.

Research paper
Students will write a brief 10 page (double-spaced, 12 font, New Times Roman, 1" margin
on all sides) research paper on a topic of your choice related to OT studies. See below for
suggestions. You are not limited to these topics.
This paper requires a minimum of five scholarly outside sources (preferable monographs
and journal articles). These must be recent (since 1960). If you have doubts about the
substance of a source, ask me. Use internet resources judiciously. Unless you find an
internet source that is the actual republication of a printed book or journal, it will not
count as one of your five sources. If access to the library is a problem, plan your research
during your on-campus time. Remember that you can access the catalog off campus through
FirstClass. A good place to start for all topics is the Anchor Bible Dictionary (a massive six
volume compendium of knowledge and bibliography).

1. The geography of Mesopotamia (or Syria-Palestine, or Egypt) and its significance for Old
Testament Studies
2. The history of writing, including the development of the alphabet.
3. Survey of the Semitic languages.
4. The Atrahasis Epic, the Enuma Elish and comparisons with Genesis.
5. Survey some aspect (religion, socio-political structure, etc.) of one of the following: Sumerians,
Egyptians, Babylonians, Assyrians, Persians.
6. Survey one of the following archaeological periods with special reference to the biblical
connections: Middle Bronze, Late Bronze, Iron I, Iron II, Iron III.
7. Unique features of the patriarchal narratives, and the questions concerning
the dating of the Patriarchs.
8. The nature of patriarchal religion.
9. Some aspect of Hebrew religion (tabernacle/temple, sacrifice, festivals,
law, etc.) as compared with a similar aspect in another ancient Near Eastern culture, or as
detailed in the Pentateuch.
10. Origins of Yahwism.
11. History of Monotheism
12. A theological theme of the Pentateuch (holiness, sin, atonement,
righteousness, etc.).
13. The poor and the oppressed in the Pentateuch.
14. The unique understanding of history in the Old Testament compared to
other cultures of the ancient Near East.
15. Nature and role of holy war in the Old Testament.
16. Canon and Old Testament textual criticism.
17. Survey the history of Source Criticism in the nineteenth century.
18. History and methods of Form Criticism.
19. Methods of Tradition Criticism.
20. Biographical sketch of one of the following: J. Wellhausen, H. Gunkel, G.
von Rad, M. Noth, W. F. Albright.
21. Women in the Old Testament and/or Ancient Near East
22. Worship in the Old Testament (this could focus on liturgy, music, sacrifices, feasts, festivals,
priesthood, etc.)
23. Authorship/origin of a specific book or corpus

24. History of a particular period of Israelite history (Exodus, settlement in Canaan, early
monarchy, divided monarchy, exilic or post-exilic periods)
25. Dead Sea Scrolls
26. Canaanite religion
27. Critical Essay/review of a major work in Old Testament studies.
28. Archaeology (this can deal with a particular dig or be more a study of methodology)
29. A study of a major theme that runs through the OT (covenant, law, remnant, sin, etc.)
30. Who was the Pharaoh of the Exodus?
This list is meant to be suggestive, not exhaustive. Consult Biblical Resources for Ministry and
Anchor Bible Dictionary for bibliography and survey of field. E-mail your topic to me for
preliminary review or better yet, get things nailed down while you are on campus this week.
The following web-sites may prove helpful for bibliography:
www.otgateway.com
www.biblicalarcheology.org ?
Students are also encouraged to make use of the various seminary and university libraries in
Florida. Reformed Theological Seminary (Oviedo, FL) has a solid biblical studies section.
Florida State University has PhD program in bible. The University of South Florida is known
for its Judaic studies and thus should prove to be helpful for OT research. I will not comment
on any other university libraries because I am completely ignorant as to their merits.

